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A DECADE OF OFFICIAL POOR-RELIEF IN INDIANA 



AMOS W. BUTLER 
Secretary Board of State Charities, Indianapolis 



The Board of State Charities of Indiana was organized in 
1889, and one of its first undertakings, in conformity to the 
statutory instruction to "investigate the whole system of public 
charities," 1 was an effort to obtain data relating to the relief of 
the poor by township trustees. 

Then, as now, the ninety-two counties of the state were 
divided into townships, of which there were 1,016 in all. 2 The 
chief official of each, outside cities and incorporated towns, is the 
township trustee. In addition to his duties in connection with 
the roads, ditches, schools, and elections of his township, he 
serves as overseer of the poor, ex officio, and as such his authority 
extends over all the township, including cities and towns. Those 
in need of assistance from the public treasury look to him for 
relief. 

In the administration of the poor-funds of the townships the 
trustees were acting under a law which was approved June 9, 
1852, and became operative May 6, 1853. 3 This gave them the 
oversight of all poor persons in their respective townships, and 
required them to see that those in need were properly cared for. 
What was proper care was left entirely to the judgment of the 
trustees, and according to their decision some were sent to the 
county poor asylum, some were granted aid in their own homes, 
some were given transportation to the next township. The bills 
were presented to the board of county commissioners, and as a 
rule paid without question. There was practically no supervision 
of any kind. 

1 Law creating Board of State Charities, Acts of 1889, chap. 37, p. 51. 

2 The number of townships varies occasionally, as a new township is formed 
or two old ones are combined. 

"Revised Statutes, 1881, chap. 95. 
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The boards of county commissioners were also permitted, 
in their discretion, to make annual allowances, "not exceeding the 
cost of their maintenance in the ordinary mode," to persons of 
mature years and sound mind, and to the parents of idiots and of 
children otherwise helpless, if the parents were unable to provide 
proper care. In addition to this, the employment of physicians 
to give medical treatment to the poor, including those in the 
county charitable and correctional institutions, was in the hands 
of the county commissioners. 

As was to be expected, a very serious abuse had grown up 
under this system. The trustee's office was filled by popular 
election. He came to the work untrained, inexperienced. Other 
duties of the office were pressing. He was poorly paid and with- 
out assistance, as a rule, in carrying on the work. It was easier 
to give applicants what they wanted than to take the time or 
incur the expense necessary to make a careful investigation into 
their condition and actual needs. A trustee who was inclined to 
conduct his office in a more business-like manner was often met 
with political pressure, or the importunities of friends or rela- 
tives of the poor. When an applicant for aid failed to get what he 
wanted from the overseer, he applied to the county commis- 
sioners, frequently with success. Occasionally there was a delib- 
erate misuse of the public funds. 

In addition to the waste of money, another aspect of the 
matter was to be considered. In its report for the year 1891 the 
Board of State Charities said : 

Of all forms of public charity, outdoor relief is most liable to abuse and 
excess. There are very few inmates of our county poor asylums who are 
not proper subjects for the county's charity; few persons will voluntarily 
choose a residence in the asylum, if they are able to live outside. But for out- 
door relief there is constant demand from many who can get along very well 
without it, if it is not to be had. It is not alone the immediate waste of 
public money that is to be deplored, serious as that is ; but still more serious 
are the future consequences to be apprehended in the spread of pauperism and 
the degradation of the poor, and especially in the growing up of a new 
generation of dependents. 4 

That there was waste of money was shown conclusively by 

* Annual Report, Board of State Charities, 1891, p. 114. 
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reports from county auditors on the expense of outdoor poor- 
relief. On November 1, 1889, the board sent blank forms to 
each trustee in the state, requesting information as to the number 
and classes of persons receiving temporary relief. Only about 
one-third of the whole number of trustees returned the blanks, 
and of these less than one-half were intelligently filled, so that 
the effort to obtain statistics from that source was fruitless. From 
the county auditors, to whom a different blank was sent later, it 
was learned that for the year ending May 31, 1890, relief by the 
township trustees amounted to $478,739.91 and medical relief to 
$81,492.74, a total of $56o,232.65. 5 A portion of the medical 
relief was properly chargeable to the county institutions ; still the 
figures indicated more than half a million dollars expended to 
relieve the poor not in institutions. 

In its report for 1891 the board published further reports 
from county auditors, showing a total of $560,012.35 for poor- 
relief and medical aid for the year ending May 31, 1891. 6 In 
the same report was given a careful analysis of the figures, show- 
ing the relative cost of outdoor relief to population in the differ- 
ent counties of the state. According to this table the per capita 
cost of aid to the poor varied from 5 cents in Crawford County 
to 84 cents in Warren County. Communities rich in opportunity 
for self-support were shown to be spending more money propor- 
tionately than much poorer counties. Adjoining counties, with 
practically identical conditions, varied greatly in their expendi- 
tures for the poor. The conclusion was inevitable that the 
amount expended was governed more by the methods of the 
trustees than by the actual needs of the citizens. 

Statistics collected in 1893, and published in the board's 
report for that year, showed a decrease in the cost of trustees' and 
medical relief from 1891 amounting to $48,509, the total expense 
for the year being $5 11, 503. 35. 7 The same wide range in the 
per capita expense among the different counties was noted. In 

5 Ibid., 1890, p. 60. 

'Ibid., 1891, p. 138. These figures were corrected in the Report for 1893, 
p. 85, to read $560,265.95. 
''Ibid., 1893, pp. 85, 89. 
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1894 the county auditors' reports showed trustees' and medical 
relief amounting to $586,232.27,8 and in 1895, to $6^o,i6S.yg. & 

In all these years no statistics relating to the use of this great 
sum could be obtained, other than the actual amounts paid out in 
the different counties. No method of accounting was in general 
use, to show who received the money or why it was given, 
whether the money was being spent dishonestly or merely 
unwisely. 

As a result of its studies of the situation the Board of State 
Charities embodied in its report for 1894 10 a recommendation to 
the legislature that a law be enacted requiring overseers of the 
poor, and all persons who administered relief from public funds 
to the poor not inmates of charitable institutions, to keep a record 
which should contain the full name and the age of every person 
to whom relief was given, and the date of giving relief in each 
separate instance, together with its kind and amount, a copy of 
this record to be filed with the board of county commissioners, 
who should be prohibited from allowing any payment for the 
expense of relief until such record had been filed. It was further 
recommended that a true copy of each report of relief should be 
transmitted to the Board of State Charities as often as once every 
three months. This recommendation was adopted by the legisla- 
ture of 1895 and enacted into law. 11 

Under this law of 1895 the Board of State Charities at once 
began receiving reports of township poor-relief. The form used 
by the trustees throughout the state gives the name, age, sex, 
color, nationality, mental and physical condition, of the appli- 
cant, together with other facts concerning each individual who is 
a member of the family aided, the cause for asking relief, the 
date, character, and value of the aid each time relief is given, the 
length of time the applicant has lived in the township, where he 
came from, the names of relatives, etc. 

The twelve months ending August 31, 1896, comprised the 

'Annual Report, 1894, p. 90. 
* Ibid., 1895, p. 50. 

10 Ibid., 1894, p. 7. 

11 Acts of 189s, chap. 120. 
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first full year after the law went into effect. The statistics col- 
lated from the reports for that period showed an expense for out- 
door aid amounting to $355,255.29, this being shared by 71,414 
persons. These and other facts gleaned from the records filed 
were published by the board in its 1896 report, and were a 
revelation to the people of the state. 12 The number reported as 
receiving relief was equal to one in every 31 of the state's inhabit- 
ants, according to the census of 1890. It was found that the pro- 
portion in the different counties ranged from one in 13 to one in 
208. In some of the richest counties in the state the number 
reported as having been aided from the public funds was equal to 
one in 16, one in 18, and one in 20. In one township it was one 
in 8. The same striking variation was found in the propor- 
tionate number aided in counties of similar conditions as had 
previously been noted in the per-capita cost of relief. 

Startling as was this information, this first set of reports was 
not satisfactory because incomplete. The trustees had not fully 
understood what was required of them ; no record was filed with 
the Board of State Charities of the families pensioned by county 
commissioners ; practically no medical relief was reported. There- 
fore, though the reports filed showed a total of 71,414 persons 
aided, it could only be said that at least that many received public 
assistance. 

Shortly after this report was made public, the General 
Assembly of 1897 me t, an d another reform measure was passed. 13 
It shifted to the townships the burden of caring for their own 
poor not in public institutions. Prior to that time all bills for 
outdoor poor-relief had been paid from the county treasury, and 
all the townships in a county were taxed alike for the expenses 
incurred. Under the new law the auditor in each county was re- 
quired to report to the county commissioners on the first day of 
the regular September term of the board the amount advanced to 
each township during the preceding year for poor-relief and 
medical attendance, and the trustee was required to make a levy 
against the property in his township, to reimburse the county for 

12 Annual Report, Board of State Charities, 1896, p. 76. 

13 Acts of 1807, p. 230. 
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the money paid out, the taxes to be collected as other township 
taxes were collected, and paid into the county treasury. The 
effect of this law was to make the trustee responsible directly to 
his constituency for his management of the poor funds of his 
township. 

The statistics gathered under the operation of the new law 
proved most interesting and valuable. In 1898 it was found that 
in 64 of the 1,014 townships in the state no levy was required; 
in 515 the levy was under 5 cents, while in 435 it ranged from 5 
to 30 cents on $ioo. 14 It is obvious that in some of the more 
sparsely settled communities, where land is not valuable, the tax 
levy will be higher than in the more prosperous districts. The 
reports, however, brought out the fact that some of the highest 
levies were made in the richest townships; for example, Portage 
in St. Joseph County, containing the city of South Bend ; Troy in 
Fountain County, containing the city of Covington. In many 
of the townships the levy found necessary was more than double 
the ordinary state levy. 

A full report of the conditions found to be existing was made 
by the Board of State Charities in its report for 1898. Atten- 
tion was also called to the facts gathered from the reports of 
township trustees, which by that time were far more satisfactory. 
Poor-relief and medical aid in 1897 amounted to $388,343.67 15 
and in 1898 to $375,2o6.92. 16 The number of persons aided in 
1897 was reported as 82,235; in 1898, 75,119. 

The conditions were brought forcibly to the attention of the 
people of the state. The more business-like trustees, the State 
Board of Commerce, and many citizens in different parts of the 
state were becoming actively interested. A township trustee, the 
secretary of a charity-organization society, a former secretary 
and the then secretary of the Board of State Charities, formed a 
committee to draft a bill for presentation to the legislature, to 
correct some of the evils. A carefully drawn bill was submitted to 
the General Assembly of 1899; it was received with favor and 

14 Annual Report, Board of State Charities, 1898, p. no. 
15 Ibid., 1897, p. 62. 
w IMd., 1898, p. 99. 
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became a law, 17 and experts said it was the most advanced piece 
of legislation for official poor-relief on the statute-books of any 
state. It was the first instance of the enactment of charity- 
organization principles into law and of their application to an 
entire state. It provided for the investigation of each case; for 
securing the help of friends and relatives of the poor; for giving 
transportation to no one unless sick, aged, injured, or crippled, 
and then only in the direction of his legal residence, if he was 
unable to show that he could be cared for elsewhere ; for co-opera- 
tion with existing relief societies; and for a report to the board 
of county commissioners when the aid given a person or family 
reached $15, or when relief, irrespective of the amount, extended 
over a period of three months, in order that the approval of the 
board might be had before additional relief was given. 

A significant provision of this law of 1899 required that when- 
ever a board of county commissioners desired to make an allow- 
ance to poor persons, as permitted under the law of 1852, it could 
do so only by entering an order requiring the overseer of the 
poor to furnish the relief needed, and the overseer was directed 
to enter upon his record a report of all relief so furnished. How- 
ever, there was passed, at a later date of the same session of the 
legislature, a "county reform act," 18 one clause of which pro- 
hibited the board of county commissioners granting relief to any 
person not an inmate of some county institution. This was inter- 
preted in many counties as not permitting the board of commis- 
sioners to make to the township trustees the advancement of 
funds required by them as overseers of the poor. Several local 
courts ruled on the question, all of them against the contention. 
To prevent any further misunderstanding, the legislature of 1901 
specifically made it the duty of the county council to appropriate, 
and the board of county commissioners to advance, the money 
necessary for the relief of the poor in the several townships of 
each county. 

One provision of the 1899 law, that which limited the aid a 
trustee might give without the consent of the county commis- 
sioners was quite generally misunderstood, many trustees inter- 

18 Ibid., p. 354. ™ Acts of 1899, p. 121. 
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preting it to mean that they could not give above $15 to any one 
family or person in the course of a quarter, or in some cases a 
year. The result of this and of the clause mentioned above was 
a surprising reduction in the amount of aid given. From $320,- 
667.53 m : 899, it decreased to $209,956.22 in 1900. 19 The num- 
ber of persons reported as sharing in the relief decreased propor- 
tionately — from 64,468 in 1889 to 43,369 in 1900. Another ele- 
ment entered into the reduction in 1900. It was the last year of 
the four-year term of the trustees then in office, and many desired 
to make a record for economy. A reaction came in later years, 
some few townships going to the other extreme in the giving of 
relief. 

In 1 901 a bill, indorsed by the Board of State Charities, was 
presented to and passed by the General Assembly, codifying the 
state's poor-laws. 20 The good features of the old laws were 
retained, and some important changes were made. The clause 
requiring the trustees to secure the consent of county commis- 
sioners before giving relief beyond a period of three months was 
eliminated, and the $1 5 limit was made to apply only to ordinary 
relief, exclusive of aid on account of sickness, burials, and sup- 
plies for school children. This law is in force at the present time, 
and is regarded as highly satisfactory in all parts of the state. 

In a summary of the results achieved under this series of re- 
form measures, the great reduction in the amount of poor-relief 
is probably the most striking. When the attention of the Board 
of State Charities was directed to the subject in 1890, the total 
relief in that year was found to be $560,232.65, as reported by 
the county auditors. From 1890 to 1895, both inclusive, the 
amount paid out by the overseers of the poor averaged more than 
$550,000 annually. From 1897 to 1900, inclusive, the first 
four-year term after the original reform laws were passed, the 
annual average expenditure for poor-relief was $323,543.58; in 
the next four-year term, $257,613.16. The highest and the low- 
est amounts reported for any one year from 1890 to 1905, 
inclusive, were $630,168.79 in 1895, an d $209,956.22 in 1900 — 

19 Annual Report, Board of State Charities, 1900, p. 178. 

20 Acts of 1901, Chapter 147. 
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a difference of $420,212.57. The counties which had been most 
extravagant, and which therefore contributed most largely to the 
reduction, were found to be St. Joseph, Elkhart, Grant, Allen, 
Cass, Bartholomew, and Porter. These are among the most popu- 
lous and the wealthiest in the state. 

A means of showing the reduction in the cost of poor-relief 
more effective than a statement of the amount by dollars and 
cents, is the two maps, numbered 1 and 2, found herewith, which 
give the relative cost to population of the different counties. One 
shows the condition in 1895, the last year before the enactment 
of the first reform law; the other is for 1905. In 1895 the cost of 
poor-relief was 29 cents to each inhabitant of the state. The 
lowest per capitas were 6 cents in Crawford County, and 7 cents 
in Ripley County. The highest were 68 cents in Lagrange, 66 
cents in Henry, and 64 cents in St. Joseph. In two counties the 
per capita was below 10 cents; in thirty-five it was above 30 
cents. In 1905 the cost of poor-relief was 10 cents to each in- 
habitant of the state. The lowest per capitas were 3 cents each in 
Washington, Ripley, and Floyd Counties; the highest were 29 
cents in Montgomery County, 24 in Wayne, and 23 in Morgan. 
In forty-nine counties the per capita was below 10 cents; not a 
single county reached as high as 30 cents. The difference between 
these two sets of figures is more readily grasped in the following 
tabulated statement: 



Cost of relief to each inhabitant of the state 

Highest per-capita cost 

Lowest per-capita cost 

Number of counties in which the per-capita cost was below 10 

cents 

Number of counties in which the per-capita cost was above 30 

cents 




$0. 10 
0.29 
0.03 

49 



Another means of measuring the reduction in the cost of 
poor-relief is afforded by the rate of taxation for each $100 in 
each township. The following table is self-explanatory and 
needs no comment: 
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Year 



I898 
1899 
1900 
1901 
1902 
1903 
1904 
1905 



No Levy 


Under 5 Cents 


64 


515 


50 


607 


146 


644 


154 


620 


181 


611 


233 


617 


224 


649 


289 


58l 



5 Cents and 
Over 



435 
357 
226 
240 
223 
165 
144 
146 



No. of Town- 
ships 



1,014 
1,014 
1 ,01 6 
1,014 
1,015 
1,015 
1,017 
1,016 



The number of persons aided and its relation to the popula- 
tion of the state form an equally interesting study. In former 
years there was no means of collecting such statistics, but the law 
of 1895 filled that need. As mentioned above, the first set of 
reports under that law was for 1896 and indicated a total of 
71,414 persons aided. Because of their incompleteness, these 
reports were not satisfactory. The number reported for 1897 
was 82,235. This was equal to 3.2 per cent, of the population 
of the state (2,516,462 by the census of 1900), or one in every 
thirty-one inhabitants. In 1898 the number was reduced to 
75,119, and in 1899 to 64,468. From that year to 1905, inclu- 
sive, the number helped annually averaged 46,561. In 1905 the 
number reported as receiving the aid given was 45,331. This 
was equal to 1.8 per cent, of the population of the state, or one 
in every fifty-six inhabitants. 

The conditions in 1897 and in 1905 are shown graphically in 
the shaded maps numbered 3 and 4, herewith given. The 
counties shaded black are those in which the number aided was 
equal to one in twenty-nine or less inhabitants of the county. 
Thirty-eight counties are so shaded in the 1897 map; one, Mont- 
gomery, in the 1905 map. 

In this connection it is fitting to call attention to conditions 
existing in the county poor asylums in the state in the years under 
consideration. A census of the inmates for August 31, 1891, 
gave 3,253 as the number of persons present on that day. This 
was equal to 14.8 in each 10,000 of the state's population. 21 
When the General Assembly of 1899 passed a law restricting the 

21 Annual Report, Board of State Charities, 1891, p. 128. 
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amount of outdoor aid the township trustees might give, there 
was much real anxiety in different parts of the state as to the 
adequacy of the county poor asylums to receive the number who, 
it was felt, would of necessity be sent there. The poor-asylum 
census for August 31, 1899, was 3,i33- 22 In more than one coun- 
ty the officials seriously contemplated enlarging their asylums for 
the care of the expected additional applicants, but in every case 
they were advised by the Board of State Charities, which ex- 
pected no such need to arise, to wait for further developments. In 
1900, under the operation of the new law, official outdoor relief 
dropped from $320,667.53 to $209,956.22, a decrease of 34 per 
cent. Instead of the expected increase in poor-asylum population, 
there was a decrease, both relative and actual. The census for 
August 31, 1900, showed 3,096 in those institutions. 23 From year 
to year as the administration of outdoor relief grew more business- 
like, there was a corresponding decrease in the population of the 
county poor asylums. The number present in such institutions 
on August 31, 1905, was 3,115, or 12.4 in every 10,000 of the 
state's population. 24 The population of the state, as shown by the 
United States census, increased 14 per cent, from 1890 to 1900. 
The population of the county poor asylums decreased 4 per cent, 
from 1 89 1 to 1905. Had the same proportion of inmates to state 
population continued, the poor asylums at the present time would 
be caring for 650 more inmates, and this number, on the very 
conservative estimate of $85 annually per capita for maintenance, 
would have meant an additional yearly expense of $55,000. 

These are the tangible proofs of better conditions in the ad- 
ministration of the poor funds — the reduction in the cost of relief, 
in the number of persons receiving aid, and in the population of 
the county poor asylums. But there is abundant reason to believe 
that, along with and because of these improvements from the 
standpoint of the taxpayer, has come a better condition for the 
poor themselves. The old system encouraged dependence on the 
public, and the giving of aid to one family frequently had the 
result of infecting the whole community with the blight of pau- 

x 'Annual Report, 1899, p. 51. M Ibid., 1905, p. 82. 

23 Ibid., 1900, p. 78. 
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perism. With public support cut off, except in cases of absolute 
necessity, the only alternative was self-support, and this 
benefited both the citizen and the state. 

The administration of the new law has not been perfect. 
There have been abuses. Some overseers of the poor have not 
conformed to the law. Excessive amounts have been spent in 
some communities. In some counties the commissioners have not 
given the proper supervision, and some county attorneys have 
misinterpreted the law. Yet there has been an average annual 
decrease of 29,865 in the number who shared in the relief, and of 
$337,192.09 in the expenditures; and, according to the general 
testimony, the poor in the state have never been looked after so 
well as since this law went into effect. 

The outlook for the future is promising. The trustees now 
in office have made an excellent record for the first year of their 
incumbency. Within thirty days after the close of the year, 
every report from every overseer was on file in the office of the 
Board of State Charities. The records indicate that many have 
made notable improvement. 

Since it has been shown that the persons deprived of their 
weekly pittance from the trustee's office did not avail themselves 
of the opportunity offered of public support in the county poor 
asylums, the question will naturally be asked: What became of 
them? It is not known, positively. Probably some of them left 
the state. Yet it is not difficult to believe that the majority re- 
mained in their respective communities, since from one township 
after another comes the word that able-bodied men and women 
who have heretofore been supported almost wholly by the public 
are, either by their own efforts or by the help of relatives, sup- 
porting themselves. The country's prosperity in recent years has 
undoubtedly participated to some extent in the results achieved 
under the reform laws, but not nearly to the extent that some 
would suppose. No one who works among paupers fails soon 
to learn that "good times" do not greatly affect that class of 
people. Real pauper families, such as were being manufactured 
at an alarming rate in Indiana in former years, depend upon 
charity, be the times good or bad. 
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As a further illustration of the fact that pauperism flourishes, 
and even grows, during times of prosperity, reference may be 
had to the address of Mr. J. Mack Tanner, secretary of the Illi- 
nois Board of Commissioners of Public Charities, at the State 
Conference of Charities 1903. 25 

One hundred and two counties in Illinois in 1899 paid out $760,445 in 
outdoor relief. The average per-capita cost to the people of the state was 16 
cents, varying from one-half mill in Edwards County to 53 cents in Adams 
County. It is to be noted that the sixteen counties paying more than double 
the average (from 32 to 53 cents) are all in the great, rich farming district 
of Illinois. Possibly the general prosperity of this section encourages the 

poor to make their home here That much of our so-called charity is 

responsible for the increase of pauperism does not admit of a doubt. This 
criticism applies with peculiar force to our present system of out relief. 
Experience has shown that the increase and degree of indigence and misery 
bear a close relation to the assistance given to the poor from public funds. 
The plain intent of the law is that out relief shall be given in emergency 
cases and covering a brief period. By a laxity of administration, which seems 
inseparable from the system, what was intended as an exception has become 
the rule, until in some of the counties of this state from 40 to 60 per cent, of the 

county revenue is thus expended Statistics from the official records of 

Lasalle County show that for the decade from 1890 to 1900 the increase in 
the expenses of out relief had assumed alarming proportions, notably in the 
larger cities and towns. The annual expenditure for this purpose increased 
from $6,500 in 1890 to $40,000 in 1896. The percentage of increase was 416 
in Ottawa, 345 in Lasalle, 668 in Streator, and 270 in Peru. It was also found 
that the supervisors of several of these towns were paying out more for out 
relief alone than the total amount of their county taxes for all purposes, leav- 
ing the rural towns to support all the other county institutions. 

The point may be raised that the cutting-off of so large an 
amount of public aid would create a demand for private charity. 
If such had been the case, it is felt that information to that effect 
would have been received from the different charity-organization 
societies, of which there are several in the smaller cities of the 
state. No such reports have been received, and it is believed 
that no notable increase of aid from private sources followed the 
remarkable reduction in public aid above noted. 

The results achieved under the operation of these laws may 
be summarized as follows: 

25 Proceedings, Illinois Conference of Charities, 1903, p. 81. 
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i. A reducition of nearly 50 per cent, in the number of 
persons receiving public aid. 

2. An average annual reduction of $337,192.09 in the ex- 
penditures on account of official poor-relief. 

3. A general lessening in the rate of taxation for poor 
purposes. 

4. Notwithstanding all this, a decrease in the population of 
the county poor asylums. 

5. Better and more intelligent care of worthy persons actually 
in need of help. 
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